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Vol te-face over “Howard Doctrine' should help mend ties

K. P. Varan

JOHN Howard took his time to answer the criticisnms | evelled at hi mby

Asi an | eaders over the so-called "Howard Doctrine"” where he had supposedly
advocated the Australian governnent's new, interventionist foreign policy.

It took hi ma week after The Bull etin magazi ne had printed the interview
wher e he was quoted as saying that the "Howard Doctrine" saw Australia
acting in "a sort of deputy peacekeeping capacity” in the Asian region to
the "gl obal policeman” role of the US, to deny the contents of the
article.

Despite the delay in responding to the issue, the tinme has cone to
accept the Australian Prime M nister's statenment and beginthe road to
mend ties.

Just after Howard's Liberal-National coalition canme to power in March
1996, one of its first foreign policy statements was that the new
adm ni stration wants "to assure Asian countries about the Australian
governnent's conmmitnent to the region".

It accused the previous Labor adm nistration of Paul Keating of creating
"fal se i npressions".

Except for sonme minor hiccups, Australia's relations with Asean have
been good especially with Canberra playing a key rol e i n di scussi ons and
negotiations in the Post Mnisterial Conference and Asean Regi onal Forum
t o achi eve success i n inpl enenting confidence buil di ng neasures to ensure
t he regi on enjoys peace and stabililty.

Bilateral ties between Mal aysi a and Australia has al so strengt hened
under Howard's | eadership especially after the spat in 1993 when Keati ng
had referred to Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad as a "recal citrant” when
t he Mal aysian Prine M nister deci ded not to attend the Apec summit in
Seattle called by US President Bill Cinton.

Dr Mahathir's stopover visit to Australia, on March 29, nmerely three
weeks after Howard's win in the general election, was descri bed as a
di pl omati c coup for the new Australian admi nistration.

However, a 1988 comment by Howard that the rate of Asian inmmigration
into Australia needed to be sl owed has continued to haunt hi meven t hough
he had apol ogi sed to the Asian conmunity in Australia after wi nningthe
el ection that he was wong to have nade the remark.

When fish and chi ps trader and One Nation party chief, Pauline Hanson
went on a crusade to freeze inmm gration since Australia risked being
"swanped by Asi ans" and that benefits to the Aborigi nes be w t hdrawn,
Howar d was once agai n accused of being too slowto act.

This caused a maj or race debate in Australia and many Asian countries
| ambast ed Australia for the extrem st views that energed fromthe debate.

Many anal ysts feel the i ssue woul d have been over sooner if Howard had
acted qui ckly and "repri manded" Hanson and al so expl ai ned his country's
stand on the issue to the world.

In the issues created by The Bull etin and Hanson, Howard's | ack of
swiftness inputting the i ssues torest had resulted i n strong ver bal
exchanges and criticisnms which coul d have been avoi ded.

It is hoped that in delaying his reaction and creating | ong-running
debates, the Australian politician had not deliberately planned to benefit
politically on the local front.

A report fromCanberra had sai d Howard' s robust handling of the East
Tinor crisis may have been | anbasted by Asian | eaders, but at home his



popul arity was ri sing.

It added that a poll published in The Australian on Tuesday showed t hat
56 per cent of voters were satisfied with Howard' s performance as Prine
M nister, up fromthe 50 per cent or so recorded in all the bi-weekly
surveys since July.

Ni ck Econonou, political scientist at Monash University i n Mel bourne,
said the events in East Tinor and Australia's handling of themwere
fuelling Howard' s newfound popularity - at |east donestically.

"These are great nonents of nationalistic pride, the prine mnisters are
al ways out there trying to exploit themand so far the exerci se seens to
be going of f without too many hitches,"” Econonpu added.

Howar d, being a veteran politician and one who had many tinmes stressed
t he need for good nei ghbourliness, should be taken for his word over those
publ i shed by The Bul | etin.

Bei ng geographically close to Asia and with decades of strong ties with
countries inthis region, it is hoped that Australia would continue to
nurture the close relations it had established with its nei ghbours.

Respecting the sovereignty and integrity of other nations and at the
sane time working in tandemw th themto ensure synbiotic benefits has
proven to be rewarding and this is a formula nations in this region should
continue to uphol d.

It is hoped that increased efforts are taken to heal wounds and wounded
prides to enable nations and | eaders to get back on track of their
national and regional agenda - that is to live in harnony and hel p each
other in times of crisis.
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